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The paper deals with some of the most significant changes in the domain of housing during the socialist and post-
socialist period. The transition from the 1990s towards the democratic system and market-oriented economy 
further empowered the privatization of ownership, and especially home ownership. The changes are especially 
visible in the quality of housing and housing policy, and in socio-economic and socio-demographic circumstances, 
which are related to them causally. The provision of housing was transferred from the state to the citizens, with 
home ownership becoming a privilege. In the process of repurchase and return of nationalized flats from socialism, 
there was the process of housing privatization and Croatia became one of the post-socialist countries with a greater 
share of home ownership. Such a situation resulted in numerous consequences, visible in all aspects of life, 
especially demographic and economic. They also influenced the housing standard. In the context of strong 
processes of privatization and financialization of housing and the reduced role of state, there are many new aspects 
hinder housing rights and problems from being resolved. They are followed by economic problems due to pushing 
of the market and increasing the private civil engineering sector, along with the escalation of the global financial 
crisis that affected the Croatian market, too. Moreover, country’s unfavourable demographic trends are visible in 
the reduction of the average family size, and the increase in the number of families without children, which leads 
to different housing demands. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In post-socialist countries there are many challenges in urbanity, urban planning 
processes and policies. City transformations in Central and Eastern Europe are mostly 
associated with de-industrialization, commercialization, revitalization of some inner city areas 
and commercial suburbanization in the outer city (urban sprawl) (HAMILTON ET AL., 2005, 
474). Urbanizational and suburbanizational processes have intensified and the urban sprawl is 
visible in the permeation between new non-industrial business and housing zones. There is 
business and housing development as an intensive construction process on both affordable and 
costly city locations. While in the socialist period only a smaller number of residents and jobs 
were located outside of the city area, in the post-socialist period there was quite the opposite 
going on, leading to the sprawl over the city edges, thus making the city lose its initial form. 
While only a small fraction of the metropolitan population and jobs were located outside the 
urban core during the socialist period, the post-socialist suburban explosion reshaped urban 
regions radically (HEGEDÜS, TOSICS, 1998; TSENKOVA, 2009; SÝKORA, STANILOV, 2014). 
These processes were most intensive in these countries' capitals, which were being transformed 
rapidly. In Croatia it was especially notable in its largest cities, like Zagreb and Split for 
example, that have seen a fast population growth for Croatian circumstances (AKRAP, 2015). 
Other types of settlements were significantly less affected, with the smallest ones often being 
left out, with long-term depopulation. In the Croatian context, the long-standing processes of 
deruralization (emigration from rural areas) and the rapid and excessive urbanization leading to 
over-population of larger towns contributed to it (AKRAP, 1999; AKRAP; 2015; WERTHEIMER-
BALETIĆ, 1999; WERTHEIMER-BALETIĆ 2017), and it intensified after the World War II. In the 
1960s, a huge mass of rural population sprawled into two migration directions: primarily, the 
one towards large Croatian cities, and the other one towards foreign countries (AKRAP, 2015, 
860). Negative demographic trends further deepened after the Croatian War of Independence 
in the 1990s, when large numbers of inhabitants emigrated from war zones. The Croatian space 
has therefore been threatened by the processes of natural depopulation and intensive 
urbanization for decades, along with an additional cause in the form of the most recent war and 
the loss of a great number of citizens (dead, perished and displaced), which has made it 
extremely sensitive to demographic movements. Besides all unfavourable statistics and trends, 
it is well known nowadays that Croatia has become burdened by demographic ageing (AKRAP, 
2015; TURK ET AL., 2018) and is one of the oldest EU nations, which affects all spheres of life 
and work, and further aggravates the economic situation.  
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In such socio-demographic and post-socialist context, the market-oriented economy and 
neo-liberal thinking is dominant and the state and central government have little political 
significance in urban planning and new legislation (HIRT, 2012; SYKORA, BOUZAROVSKI, 2012). 
In the existing context, the role of the state is much less significant than in socialism and 
therefore the influence of public sector and public policies is reduced, which can especially be 
seen in the domain of housing and housing policy. Croatia is not an exception. However, it 
needs to be emphasized that it has its own very specific patterns of urban, urbanising and 
housing contexts of development within them. Given that some authors argue that under a 
finance-led regime, financial investment is replacing physical investment (STOCKHAMMER 
2004; AALBERS, 2008), financialization can be seen as ‘a process that has introduced a new 
form of competition within the economy and that has the capacity to become ever more 
pervasive’ (FRENCH ET AL., 2007, 8; AALBERS, 2008, 149). This is when the process of housing 
privatization in post-socialist countries happens (BANKS ET AL., 1996; HEGEDÜS ET AL., 1996; 
MANDIČ, CLAPHAM, 1996; HEGEDUS, TOSICS, 1998; LUX, 2001; LUX, SUNEGA, 2013; STEPHENS 
ET AL., 2015). This process led to the strengthening of real estate market, which in this case is 
of crucial importance for the topic of housing and upon which it almost completely depends.  
 
Croatia is one of the post-socialist countries with the largest share of private ownership 
as a tenure status over flats and in which the process of housing privatization has brought many 
changes. They range from socio-economic to socio-cultural changes such as new lifestyles, 
which are turning to those Western and consumerist, to the emergence of permanently present 
insecurity in resolving the housing problem for all those who have to purchase a flat by taking 
commercial bank loans lasting up to a few decades. Besides flat purchase, other options of 
housing provision, such as for instance renting, are very marginally present, and it is evident 
that the state has left this sector to the market almost completely. Therefore, the privatization 
process in the sense of housing provision is complex in multiple ways, because ‘home 
ownership is now also surrounded by increasing insecurity’ (AALBERS, 2008, 151). It is related 
to the labour market, which is nowadays, especially after the global financial crisis in 2008 and 
Croatia’s accession to the EU in 2013, increasingly affected by more flexible work 
arrangements (part-time and flexible forms of work). It also leads to greater insecurity regarding 
the process of financialization of housing, i.e. to the increasing dominance of financial actors 
and markets (AALBERTS, 2016) above all. The changes are especially visible in cities, primarily 
in the quality of housing and the housing policy, and in the socio-economic and socio-
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demographic circumstances related to them causally. Some of the changes from socialism and 
post-socialism will be compared, and presented as an overview of some more significant 
characteristics in these periods analysing mostly Croatian, partly foreign authors, in the field of 
sociology of housing and social policy. These are primary data sources are used with secondary 
data sources which are census data from both periods on certain housing indicators. The aim 
and purpose of such primarily sociological overview is the comparison of these two periods 
regarding the similarities and differences between them. They point to significant changes in 
the quality of housing in the context of contemporary cities. 
 
 
HOUSING IN THE SOCIALIST CONTEXT 
In socialism, the housing problem was mainly solved by the distribution of socially 
owned flats and tenancy rights to this type of housing. In 1991 the public housing stock (‘social 
flats’) made a total of 25.1% in Croatia, and in Zagreb 45.4% of the housing fund (Stanovi 
prema korištenju i druge nastanjene prostorije: po naseljima, 1995). In that way, during 
socialism the state was actively involved and in control of the housing policy, through 
intensifying industrialization and urbanization processes, and by modernization, which was 
becoming more intense, especially in big towns. Such massive and accelerated processes of 
deagrarization, industrialization and urbanization initiated after the World War II are called 
rapid industrialization and intensive ‘rural exodus’ into urban areas (WERTHEIMER-BALETIĆ, 
1999; NEJAŠMIĆ, TOSKIĆ, 2016). These processes were often inadequate and partial and 
therefore, socialist urbanization is sometimes called semi-urbanization or under-urbanization in 
theory (ENYEDI, 1996; HAMILTON ET AL., 2005) or paleo-industrialization, as a specific subject 
of urban metamorphosis (ROGIĆ, 1990, 11) in the Croatian context. Such urbanization brought 
about uneven spatial distribution of the population (AKRAP, 2015) that was mainly concentrated 
in cities, particularly the largest or industrial ones, in need of workforce, while the workers 
needed housing. “Turning the urban periphery into the centre of developmental initiatives is 
one of the typical characteristics of paleo-industrial cities that were formed in the aftermath of 
war in Croatia’ (ROGIĆ, 1990, 17). These cities provided the working population with safety 
(permanent income, pension and health insurance), and a higher and more modern standard of 
living, in which obtaining a flat from the state as a type of public rented housing was a desirable 
option. ‘Public rented housing, implying a universal (i.e. non-exclusionary) accessibility by 
people in need, was at the forefront of the socialist housing model’ (MANDIČ, 2010, 215). Flats 
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were built by state-owned companies and organizations that allocated the dwellings to 
employees, according to their priority on ‘waiting lists.’ ‘Persons who got access to public 
dwellings had a lifetime tenancy right, which could be inherited by the household members, 
and paid a rent, which was very low, because it was not determined by economic mechanisms 
(in 1987 the rent amounted to only 2% of personal consumption, and did not depend on location 
and quality of the dwelling or household income)’ (SPEVEC, KLEMPIĆ BOGADI, 2009, 457). 
‘Personal use’ became an institution separate from that of rental tenure – it could be inherited 
or transferred to relatives, or exchanged with some other holders of user rights – all this was 
later called quasi-homeownership (HEDEDUS, TOSIC, 1996; LUX, SUNEGA, 2013, 308). 
With the expansion of cities, especially the largest ones, completely new cities were 
planned and built, called dormitories (LAY, 1986; SEFERAGIĆ, 1988), such as Novi Zagreb that 
was built in the 1960s. Zagreb as the capital was relieved by the urbanization of nearby rural 
settlements, which eventually became its satellites (Samobor, Velika Gorica, Zaprešić etc.) and 
retained a part of the population, thus slowing down the demographic growth of Zagreb 
(KLEMPIĆ BOGADI, PODGORELEC, 2009, 247). Large housing estates are usually built with all 
facilities (schools, shopping centres, kindergardens) on vacant land or in places where land is 
converted to residential land (JUKIĆ ET AL., 2011). They were a typical type of housing in 
socialism and most citizens arriving to cities in that time of mass urbanization expected to live 
in such housing. Therefore, Eastern European cities often exhibit a pattern of housing which 
implies huge prefabricated housing estates in the outer zones of the cities, frequently resulting 
in more dispersed housing than that found in market economies, and resulting in higher costs 
of commuting to and from work, higher infrastructure costs, and higher energy costs (HEGEDÜS 
ET AL., 1996, 106). Housing estates had to provide the basic right to housing for most workers 
so that cities, and thus industry, could function. Other urban functions were not even provided 
and many settlements at the periphery, called working class's dormitories, from which workers 
were commuting daily, were criticised as dehumanized housing because they were mostly high 
rise buildings, built very densely and with a low quality of housing, especially regarding flats 
(ČALDAROVIĆ, 1988; SEFERAGIĆ, 1988; GAŠPAROVIĆ, BOŽIĆ, 2005).  
 
By contrast, flats in more attractive housing estates situated closer to the city centre 
(more elite locations) were more frequently inhabited by higher social classes, the political and 
intellectual elite (politicians, scientists, culture professionals) called the nomenclatura 
(SZELENYI, 1983; BEŽOVAN, 1987; ROGIĆ, 1990; MANDIČ, CLAPHAM, 1996; MANDIČ, 2010; 
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LUX, SUNEGA, 2013). They were privileged tenants, because they were often provided with 
larger flats, suggesting that in socialism there was certain class, but also residential segregation 
according to desirable residing in the centre and less desirable on the periphery. Thus, the higher 
classes chose to live in flats mostly in city centres or closer to city centres, at the so-called more 
desirable locations. The intellectual, cultural and political elite had a better access to the housing 
estates at the most desirable locations, which meant that the socialist society was much less 
egalitarian than what could be expected on the basis of the dominant ideology (KÄHRIK, 
TAMMARU, 2010).  
 
Therefore, in the socialist system there was a balanced mixed or dual type of housing 
provision which existed in paralel, social flats (state owned) and private (family houses). A part 
of arriving citizens who could not obtain a socially owned flat or had to wait for it too long, 
solved the problem of obtaining housing by building family houses at peripheral city locations, 
sometimes illegally. Self-built housing in Southeast Europe that was developed illegally 
presumably showed the character of anti-state housing (STEPHENS ET AL. 2015, 19). Therefore, 
it was not surprising that there were lots of unregulated construction sites and town areas where 
housing was low-budget and consisted mainly of private family houses for which state loans or 
credits or building materials were obtained (CLAPHAM 1995; SPEVEC, KLEMPIĆ BOGADI, 2009). 
‘A large number of self-built housing suggests that housing welfare is created from within the 
family’ (STEPHENS ET AL., 2015, 19). The continuation of such housing provision can be related 
to the shift towards housing privatization and the phenomenon of individualization of housing, 
by which the state passed the burden on individuals themselves or their families. 
 
According to S. Mandič, the socialist society had the ideology of renting, and the 
practice of private ownership (1990, 263). Thus, there was a disproportion between expected 
housing demands and the existing supply. Such a condition was labelled the ‘housing crisis’ or 
‘housing shortage’ (BEŽOVAN, 1987; ROGIĆ, 1990). In other words, the housing built by the 
state could not provide accommodation for the majority at equal terms, and thus socialism was 
marked by continuous housing injustice and shortage. Since for most citizens the housing 
problem was also the existential one, once acquired residential space due to housing shortage 
was the most common and permanent housing and was perceived as ‘a top value’ (SEFERAGIĆ, 
1987) for all those who managed to get a social flat. However, there was a kind of qualitative 
housing shortage that could be shown, for example, by data from the Annual Bulletin of 
Housing and Building Statistics for Europe 1983, according to which Yugoslavia had on 
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average slightly fewer built dwellings than most other socialist countries, that is, there were 6.1 
built dwellings per 1000 inhabitants in 1982. Romania had 7.2 built dwellings, Bulgaria 7.7 and 
Czechoslovakia 7.2 per 1000 inhabitants (BEŽOVAN, 1987, 85).1 According to these data from 
the 1981 Census, the qualitative shortage of flats in the Socialist Republic of Croatia, as part of 
former Yugoslavia, was around 100,000, and Zagreb lacked around 20,000 flats (BEŽOVAN, 
1987, 86). 
 
Likewise, the quality of equipment and the level of social standard (LAY ET AL., 1983) 
and immediate vicinity in settlements was better if, as has been shown, they were occupied by 
tenants holding higher state (political) functions (ROGIĆ, 1990, 25). Other settlements had 
minimum equipment or a lower social standard. According to the parameter of flat size, flats of 
smaller size and thus smaller room size were built. The structure of housing consisted on 
average of flats sized between 55 and 65 m2 (ROGIĆ, 1990, 81) or was dominated by one-
bedroom and two-bedroom flats, entailing the problem of overcrowding. The average flat area 
per person was 19.33 m2 (BEŽOVAN, 1987, ČALDAROVIĆ 1987). Flat equipment was mostly 
‘industrially standard and standardized’ (ROGIĆ, 1990, 81), fulfilling only a minimum (kitchen 
with a living room, bathroom with toilet and not enough bedrooms for all family members), i.e. 
showing ‘complete exclusion of seemingly excessive activities from the housing space’ (ROGIĆ, 
1990, 82). 
 
However, these large housing estates were also of mixed-type, mostly inhabited by 
middle-class families and mainly with solid social cohesion between residents. Despite all 
accompanying infrastructural shortcomings, residents found these flats mostly satisfactory in 
the housing sense. Large estates were not perceived as segregated nor ghettoized, as in some 
social estates in Western European cities, inhabited mostly by poor or non-native families. 
Large housing estates as a whole have never been stigmatised in Eastern Europe and many 
middle-income households live in a large housing estate and almost everyone will have family 
and friends that live in the same or similar housing estates (GROSSMANN ET AL., 2017). Thus, 
housing during the socialist era had both its positive and negative characteristics. However, it 
can generally be pointed out that housing was a primary condition for the broader modernization 
process. Seen in a broader perspective, modernization also meant urban life as the only desirable 
                                                             
1 In the period 1976-1981 a total of 183,827 flats were built in Croatia, while in Yugoslavia 861,440. In the last 
decade of socialism, the number of completed flats decreased in both Croatia and Yugoslavia (BEŽOVAN, 1987, 
86).  
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way of living, while on contrary staying in rural areas implied regressing and not taking part in 
the modernization process, even if lacking housing space in the context of the housing standard 
and not having adequate housing conditions. 
 
 
HOUSING IN THE POST-SOCIALIST CONTEXT 
 
Transitional changes have been going on since the collapse of the socialist regime in the 
1990s and are visible in politics, economy and the social structure. This is primarily evident in 
the privatization of ownership and the change of the housing status. Other housing statuses, as 
other possibilities of fulfilling housing needs are not favourable regarding the home ownership 
structure of housing provision (BALL, 1983; BEŽOVAN, PANDŽIĆ, 2020), i.e. they cannot be 
developed in market conditions. However, it is in such conditions that they are absolutely 
essential. Public rented housing or social housing are examples that can contribute to the 
softening of the existing financial and market model that fosters mostly home ownership, in 
terms of post-socialist countries, also called ʽ'superhomeownership'ʼ (LUX, SUNEGA, 2013). 
ʽThe transition in housing was tempered by the unique features of the socialist housing systems, 
in particular by their high degree of home ownership and private housing production’ 
(TSENKOVA, 2009, 2). The structure of housing statuses has seen a core shift due to the removal 
of the institute of social ownership from the Croatian Constitution of 1990, and the repurchase 
and denationalization of socially owned flats, which was eventually supposed to improve the 
efficiency of housing provision in the state (BEŽOVAN, 1993). In the beginning of the 1990s the 
socialist social/state ownership over flats became the private ownership of tenants, who thus 
became proper owners of their homes. The holders of tenancy rights became proper owners of 
their dwellings at truly affordable prices (regardless of market prices and flat sizes), far below 
the real property value (BEŽOVAN, 1993; SPEVEC, KLEMPIĆ BOGADI, 2009).  
 
According to the 2011 census, 88.9% of flats in Croatia are private property or co-
ownership. In comparison to data from 2001, there is also a 6.0% visible increase in private 
property (Tab. 1). The next housing status is kinship with the owner or tenant with only 4.6% 
in 2011, and less than 1% in 2001. Thus, ʽas of 2000, inheritance of housing space becomes a 
much more frequent form of housing transition, due to the passing away of the grandparental 
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generations, the owners of more permanent and massively built housing stock from the fifties 
onwardsʼ (RODIK ET AL., 2019, 331). The only status that can be connected to the originally 
socialist status of state or rented flats is nowadays contract-based tenancy, which exists in a 
very small share, for instance in 2011 it was only 1.8% (Tab. 1), while in 1991 there were 24.9% 
of such flats (BEŽOVAN, 2008). According to the most recent census data, it can be pointed out 
that all other statuses are present very marginally and almost negligibly, compared to private 
property or home ownership. A relatively insignificant share is the category of subtenants, 
which was only 1% in 2011 and shows decline compared to 2001 (Tab. 1) suggesting that it is 
a part of grey economy (AKRAP, ČIPIN, 2008, 416) characterised by non-formal agreements, and 
not formal contractual arrangements (BEŽOVAN, 2008), which reflects to a complete lack of 
protection for this housing category in Croatia.  
 
TABLICA 1. Kućanstva prema osnovi korištenja stana u Hrvatskoj, 2001. – 2011. (u %) 
TABLE 1 Households by dwelling usage basis in Croatia, 2001-2011 (in %) 
 2001. 2011. 
Vlasništvo ili suvlasništvo  
Private property or co-ownership  
82,9 88,9 
Srodstvo s vlasnikom ili 
najmoprimcem stana  
Kinship with owner or tenant  
0,85 4,6 
Slobodno ugovorena najamnina 
Free-based tenancy 
7,45 3,0 
Zaštićena najamnina  
Contract-based tenancy 
2,8 1,8 
Najam dijela stana (podstanar)  
Sub-tenancy  
3,3 1,0 
Ostalo  
Other  
- 0,7 
Izvor: / Source: URL 1 
 
In that massive privatization of flats called give-away privatization, public housing 
almost disappeared in a short period in most post-socialist states, although there were some 
exceptions in the Czech Republic, Poland and Russia. As a result, home ownership rates 
increased substantially to levels often exceeding 90% of total housing stock in many post-
socialist countries (LUX, SUNEGA, 2013, 2014). Further on, the example of the South Eastern 
European countries (Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia) can be mentioned, where outright ownership 
rates are very high (83.8%) and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Poland) also have a very high share of homeowners (71.1%). 
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Moreover, they are two times higher than the ones in Western countries (from 30% in the liberal 
housing regime type to 50% in the Mediterranean housing regime type) (STEPHENS ET AL., 2015, 
26). The author N. Pichler-Milanović (according to Urban Audit) also emphasizes the existing 
difference between Eastern and Western cities and points out that ‘by 2001, the share of owner-
occupied units in Eastern European cities exceeded 60 percent. In Western Europe, where the 
average owner-occupancy for that year was around 40 per cent, only cities in Spain and Italy 
showed percentages similar to Eastern European urban areas’ (2001, 178).  
 
These data confirm the phenomenon of housing privatization or the right-to-buy 
legislation in the post-socialist context (BANKS ET AL., 1996; HEGEDÜS ET AL., 1996; MANDIČ, 
CLAPHAM, 1996; HEGEDUS, TOSICS, 1998; LUX, 2001; LUX, SUNEGA, 2013; BEŽOVAN, 2004) or 
the residual type of housing policy (KEMENY, 1995), an intensive process that has been going 
on since the 1990s. It can also be pointed out that by the process of flat purchase during the 
1990s and the selling of social flats, Croats became a nation in which a great majority of 
households live in their own dwellings (BEŽOVAN, 2004). During the transition period in 
Croatia, the state lost control over the housing sector, which fell into the hands of citizens, 
getting closer to the neo-liberal type of housing system (FERRERA, 1996; ESPING-ANDERSEN, 
2000) determined by the out-of-control market and a reduced role of the state. ‘Liberal regimes 
are known for open intervention confined to the stigmatized provision for the residual 
population unable to adequately participate in the labour market, hidden subsidies for the 
wealthier (mostly homeowners), state policies in favour of the market (large construction 
companies and credit institutions) and state intervention aimed at consumption, and not 
productionʼ (PANDŽIĆ, 2016, 224). All transitional changes caused by market economy laws 
and privatization have remarkably affected home ownership, transforming the former social 
ownership of flats into private flat ownership at ‘giveaway prices.’ Indeed, this process will 
have longstanding consequences to all post-socialist countries and their housing policies, 
including Croatia, because they remained in the ‘privatization trap,’ as one of the barriers to 
introducing a new, sustainable social housing policy after 1990 (LUX, SUNEGA 2013, 312). 
Housing privatization will thus cause other numerous consequences besides the economic ones, 
especially the social ones and those related to the quality of living and housing, i.e. to their 
standard, and will affect demographic trends. As M. Chapman and A. Murie point out, 
privatization is seen to be more than just a change of ownership and it is considered to be a 
complex economic and social transformation (1996, 156). 
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These consequences can, for example, be seen in the level of housing standard, i.e. in 
housing indicators that differ to some extent from indicators in the former period. It can be 
observed that since the 1990s the housing indicators, for example, the number of rooms and the 
size of flat, although partly changed, have not influenced the housing standard more 
significantly, but they were still improved. As already mentioned, in the former system the 
standard was inadequate and flats were mostly smaller and not appropriate for fulfilling the 
needs of residents, as authors from the socialist era used to name this the so-called substandard 
equipment or minimum housing standard. In the newly emerging circumstances of commercial 
and private building of flats there were, however, some improvements, although not significant, 
and primarily in the number of rooms per flat. According to the 2011 Census, the number of 
rooms indicator shows some improvement and an increase in the number of flats from those 
with two to those with three rooms. The largest number of private households had three 
(34.4%), and then two rooms (27.4%) (URL 1). And some other research2 (SVIRČIĆ GOTOVAC, 
2015) suggest that in Croatia there are dominantly three-room and two-room flats. It can 
therefore be pointed out that the number of rooms indicator is improved in the post-socialist 
period, since there is now a larger share of three-room and two-room flats, compared to the 
previously dominant presence of one-room and two-room flats. The size of flat indicator also 
shows improvement, compared to the previous period (Tab. 2). According to the last Census of 
2011, there was a visible increase in average housing floor space from 1981 till 2011, which in 
2011 was approximately 80.9 m2 for Croatia, and in the cities 75.6 m2. Compared to 1981, this 
improvement is larger than 10 m2, which corresponds to the size of one room, and which is 
expressed as the improvement of the number of rooms indicator (Tab. 2). Nevertheless, these 
data refer to the national level, while in larger cities, especially Zagreb, they are less favourable. 
 
TABLICA 2. Stanovi prema načinu korištenja u Hrvatskoj 1981. – 2011. 
TABLE 2 Dwellings by occupancy status in Croatia 1981-2011 
 1981. 1991. 2001. 2011. 
Stanovi za stalno stanovanje  
Dwellings for permanent residence  
1 381 434 1 575 644 1 660 649 1 912 901 
Stanovi za stalno stanovanje – gradska 
naselja  
727 683 878 968 941 330 1 075 980 
                                                             
2 According to a 2014 survey on a sample of new housing estates built in the City of Zagreb and Zagreb County 
in the post-socialist period, the majority of flats had an average size of 41-60 m2. Most flats in the City of Zagreb 
(37%) are 41-60 m2 in size or 61-80 m2 (30.9%) and they are mostly three-room (41.3%) and two-room flats 
(34.8%). See more in: A. Svirčić Gotovac (2015).  
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Dwellings for permanent residence in 
urban settlements 
Prosječna površina nastanjenih 
stanova, m2 
Average surface area of occupied 
dwellings, in m²  
63,2 71,1 74,4 80,9 
Prosječna površina nastanjenih 
stanova, m2 – gradska naselja  
Average surface area of occupied 
dwellings in urban settlements, in m² 
62,0 67,6 71,1 75,6 
prosječna površina nastanjenog stana 
po osobi, m2 – gradska naselja 
Average surface area of occupied 
dwellings per person in urban 
settlements, in m² 
19,8 21,9 23,9 28,1 
Prosječan broj osoba u nastanjenim 
stanovima – gradska naselja  
Average number of persons in occupied 
dwellings in urban settlements  
3,2 3,2 3,4 2,7 (2,5)* 
* U gradovima s više od 100 000 stanovnika / In urban settlements with more than 100,000 inhabitants 
Izvor: / Source: URL 1 
 
In 2011 the average floor space of occupied dwellings in urban settlements was 28.1 m² 
per person and also was larger in comparison to previous periods. This is still not comparable 
to the standards and size of flats in Western cities, but is somewhat better as compared to 
previous decades. For comparison, in Western countries, the average space is 36 m2 per person, 
and in Eastern parts of the continent, the housing floor space hardly reaches 20 m2 per tenant. 
This number is even lower in large cities (15 m2 in Sofia, 17 m2 in Bucharest and 18 m2 in 
Prague) (STANILOV, 2007, 175–176). In the City of Zagreb there is also a similar situation and 
thus a third of the inhabitants have up to 15 m2 per tenant (BEŽOVAN, 2008, 383). It can be 
pointed out that the average size of flats in capitals and largest cities are somewhat reduced due 
to a greater demand for flats and the higher price of flats at the real estate market. Consequently, 
the majority of citizens can afford only smaller housing units.  
 
The average number of persons in occupied dwellings in urban settlements, which is 
2.7, and which is the only one that is decreasing, indicates that Croatia is showing the 
consequences of the mentioned longstanding unfavourable demographic trends. Increasingly 
unfavourable demographic situation after decades of depopulation and negative natural 
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population increase is evident in the reduction of the number of members per family3 and in the 
growing incidence of families without children or with one child, as well as single-person 
families. According to 2011 Census, there were 25.3% dwellings with two persons and slightly 
less with single persons, 24.1%. The share of dwellings with three persons was 18.7%, with 
four persons was 17.3% and with five persons was 8.2% (URL 1), with all these categories 
declining in comparison to one-member and two-member households.  
These negative demographic trends also point to a kind of housing centralization, i.e. 
inhabiting mostly the capital Zagreb or only the largest and regional centres. These are Split 
and Rijeka, which are situated in the Croatian littoral and are more attractive for living, and 
have somewhat more positive demographic trends. The rest of Continental Croatia mostly 
suffers from extremely negative demographic processes, particularly intensive after the EU 
accession and easier drain of the work force (so-called market liberalization) from rural and 
less developed smaller towns to more developed Member States (Germany, Austria, Ireland, 
etc.). This has further contributed to the senilization of some settlements and to the process of 
demographic aging nationwide.4 However, for deeper analyses, we must certainly wait for the 
new census from 2021. Insecurity of the labour market and increased unemployment, 
intensified with the EU accession and having become more open to new types of jobs, along 
with enabling the so-called precarious work and flexible working conditions (STANDING, 2009; 
HARVEY, 2013), has also led to insecurities in the domain of housing. ‘Although part-time 
employment, if and when contracts or self-employment and seasonal work are social changes 
that can be observed almost all around the world, in Croatia they seem more malignant because 
of the legacy of tycoon privatization, therefore cause much more distress in the society’ (BITI I 
ŽITKO, 2017, 162). The precariousness of work leads to the inability to repay loans and to the 
state of debt, which is an increasingly frequent situation for a great number of citizens. The 
state of repaying high instalments of housing loans with increased interests, especially in the 
                                                             
3 This phenomenon can be named according to A. Akrap and I. Čipin (2006) the social sterility, referring to the 
persons who decide not to have children or those postponing parenthood and marriage for later years of life, mostly 
for career reasons. Social sterility has very unfavourable effects on the totality of Croatian demographic 
circumstances, particularly on the level of bioreproduction, because it determines the lowering down of 
fertility/natality (TURK, ET AL. 2018, 81). 
4 This is supported by the following data on the average age of the total Croatian population: it is 43.1 years (men 
41.3, women 44.8), placing Croatia among the oldest European nations (URL 2). 
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case of Swiss francs, has further contributed to such a situation, experienced by many Croatian 
citizens and continues today5 in the form of blocking citizens' bank accounts.6 
 
When discussing housing conditions in Croatia, it is pointed out that broader social 
classes still cannot afford a flat and a decent housing standard and in this area there is especially 
a lack of tenancy right to social flat rental (BEŽOVAN, 2004, 105). Therefore, for particular 
groups of citizens, such as fixed-term employees, mostly younger, then unemployed or poorer 
citizens, and other marginal groups, the opportunity to obtain their own housing may be 
hindered, primarily due to the process of mass privatization. Other housing statuses have been 
neglected, especially the category of public housing, which has almost entirely disappeared, 
although it was planned in the beginning of the 2000s as subsidized housing for particular 
categories of inhabitants through the so-called POS model (State-Subsidized Housing 
Construction).7 This model was not systematic enough and until the present day it has appeared 
only periodically, answering to the existing demand insufficiently. It involved subsidized 
purchase, but not rental options. It was thus not different from the model of private ownership, 
i.e. flat purchase. However, since the 2000s, housing subsidies by the state have additionally 
strengthened the process of financialization of housing, which is supported primarily by home 
ownership, and then by state loans, housing savings and subsidies on loans for subsidized flats 
(for specially defined groups of citizens, such as young families without real estate). This has 
brought a significant increase in the number of private construction companies that were 
building even more than was the demand for housing units. The overbuilding of newbuilding, 
for example in the Zagreb area (SVIRČIĆ GOTOVAC, 2015) happens both in new locations, and 
in older and existing housing estates (the Podsljeme zone, Trešnjevka, Vrbik, Vrbani, Jarun, 
Jaruščica-Lanište, Bundek, etc.). In the period of transition, a close connection of the state and 
the private sector, construction companies and banks is particularly emphasized, both in Croatia 
and in other transition countries (HEGEDÜS ET AL., 2013). ‘In such a setting it is hard to influence 
                                                             
5 According to the NGO Franak, which was established to protect the rights of debtors, a long-standing struggle 
for the right to damages and annulment of contracts in francs can be followed. It was in October 2020 that the first 
final rulling was brought on the nullity of CHF contracts (URL 5). 
6 A part of exceptionally high number of bank account blockings in Croatia, which reached peak at a little more 
than 327,000 of blocked citizens at the end of 2016 referred to debts based on housing and mortgage loans, and 
the number of distraints rose from 738 in pre-crisis 2007 to 3,225 in 2014 (RODIK ET AL., 2020, 321, according to 
FINA, 2018; HGK, 2018). 
7 The POS Programme loan line provides loans without guarantors, with average interest rate lower than 3%, 
minimal related costs, with maximum repayment term of 30 years, or 31, in case you decide to take 1-year grace 
period, and it instigates flat purchase of first-time buyers (URL 3). Amendments to the law in 2019 further enabled 
resolving the problem of housing by purchasing flats on the free market, and not only in subsidized flats. It is 
expected that this will further instigate and facilitate flat purchase to younger citizens. 
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affordable housing, as a key fact domineering housing policy in transition countries’ (BEŽOVAN, 
PANDŽIĆ, 2020, 34). In the Croatian context, affordability nevertheless refers to the option of 
purchase and to creditworthy citizens, and not to the other models, such as public rental housing, 
which remains the model of caring for the threatened groups of citizens, and not the broader 
population.8  
 
Intensified building of flats by private investors and companies, and subsidies by the 
state reached its peak through financialization of housing in the so-called real estate bubble 
(PANDŽIĆ, 2016; MUSTAĆ, 2019) with uncontrolled rise of real estate prices. The global 
financial crisis of 2008 spilled over into our market, as well. ‘Due to the growing borrowing 
costs, economic activity in the Republic of Croatia started to decrease in mid-2008. The 
downfall trend was strengthening until the year's end, and in early 2009 the period of great 
recession began’ (MUSTAĆ, 2019, 81). There was a new critical phase with fewer investments 
in the real estate market, by both the state and the private sector, and a drop in real estate prices, 
which would continue until the end of 2015. There was an attempt to regulate this condition by 
Croatia’s EU accession through the process of approximation with the European legislation and 
the process of so-called Europeization, in which there was a stronger integration of European 
principles in all spheres of public policies. Nevertheless, the changes mostly influenced the 
sector of civil engineering and enabled easier fluctuation of work force (so-called market 
liberalization). The accession has also brought about the lowering of restrictions for foreigners, 
citizens of the EU, which again led to an increase in real estate demand and a rise in real estate 
prices, because of the arrival of new buyers on the market. When these circumstances are 
viewed in the housing sphere, it can be argued that subsidized loans for the young people in 
Croatia produce a short-term bubble on the market, and that they can be viewed as inefficient, 
because by increasing real estate prices on the market state incentives are annulled (MUSTAĆ, 
2019, 86). In Croatia, the process of Europeization was not successful and ‘in the housing policy 
domain, it cannot be said that there has been a mechanism of positive integration; regulatory 
policies condition the impossibility of constituting an institutional model for national consent’ 
(PANDŽIĆ, 2016, 233). Lagging behind with the implementation of EU trends and programmes 
(especially the EU Cohesion policy)9 and the absorption of EU funds in Croatia, which would 
                                                             
8 The example of POS settlement in the eastern peripheral part of Zagreb, called Novi Jelkovec, is a rare example 
of the model of public rental housing in Zagreb. More in: G. Bežovan and J. Pandžić (2020). 
9 For example the policy that influences the development of housing, because adequate housing provision is 
indirectly (urban renewal, improvement of energy efficiency etc.) and directly (projects of social housing for 
marginalized groups, prevention of homelessness, financing of non-profit housing organizations etc.) thematically 
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refer to the domain of development of cities as smart, sustainable and inclusive, is insufficient 
and does not contribute to a relevant shift of housing statuses, and neither to housing provision. 
This domain is sensitive to many pre-conditions, of which only a handful were mentioned in 
the paper, thus leaving us with the task to analyse them in more detail in the future.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
The analysis of the situation in the domain of housing during the socialist and post-
socialist era served as an attempt to provide a comprehensive overview of some more important 
phenomena and related processes. In doing so, the focus was mostly on the topics of the quality 
of housing and housing policy during the two periods. During the period of transition, Croatia 
almost entirely shifted from the socialist dual model to the new and uniform model of private 
housing and much preferred home ownership, called superownership. In the previous period, 
the housing standard in large housing states was mostly inadequate, substandard and often 
criticized for being inadequate and dehumanized. On the other side, obtaining a social flat was 
a privilege, as was living in cities, which caused abandoning and depopulation of a significant 
proportion of our rural areas. Residing in cities was an inseparable part of wider processes of 
industrialization, urbanization and modernization. 
 
Since the 1990s and by means of the transition to the new order in the economic, 
political and any other sense, housing provision has been transferred from the state to the 
citizens, with home ownership becoming a privilege. Such a situation will instigate numerous 
consequences, visible in all aspects of life, especially demographic and economic. They will 
also sprawl onto the housing standard. Although the data from the population census are 
insufficient for a thorough analysis, they provide a general overview by which data from the 
mentioned periods can be compared. Thus, according to the population censuses in the post-
socialist period, there were some improvements, primarily, in the number of rooms and size of 
flat indicators. The average floor size of flats in cities has risen from 1981 to 2011 for more 
than 10 m2, i.e. for the size of one room on average. Nevertheless, this shift is only slightly 
significant and not enough of an increase to make a qualitative change. The housing standard 
can therefore be compared with the one from the socialist period as inadequate and substandard. 
                                                             
involved in integrated sustainable urban development (PANDŽIĆ, 2016, 235) and how much funding particular 
Member States received, among the 15 countries that receive funds from the Cohesion Fund (URL 4). 
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The change in the family structure, visible in the decrease of the average number of persons in 
occupied dwellings in urban settlements, points to the negative demographic trends that Croatia 
has been affected by for a few decades already, and particularly after the accession to the EU. 
The changes are evident in the decreasing number of members per family and the increase in 
the number of families without children or with one child, and the growing number of single-
person families. Poor demographic picture of the country thus affects the domain of housing, 
which has not changed significantly throughout the period of transition, with constant 
instigation of the privatization pattern that has gained its financialization side. The latter is 
reflected in the significance of real estate market, increased demand for and building of flats, 
especially in Zagreb, offering of commercial housing loans and those subsidized through POS, 
and other market mechanisms that mostly influence the housing and housing policy in the 
country.  
 
In the context of post-socialism and strong processes of privatization and 
financialization of housing and the reduced role of state, there are many new aspects hindering 
the resolving of housing rights and problems. Subsidized flats for the young and other 
threatened social groups further deepen the problems, and the existing context can be aligned 
with the thesis on the ‘privatization trap,’ because it does not open the country’s housing policy 
to new solutions. They are followed up by economic problems incurred due to pushing of the 
market and increasing the private civil engineering sector, along with the escalation of the 
global financial crisis that also flooded the Croatian market. With the accession to the EU and 
the process of Europeization, new economic and demographic challenges were introduced. Due 
to the liberalization of the labour market, these challenges instigated new migrations of the 
working population and a new rise of flat prices, bringing a part of citizens to the state of being 
blocked and in debt, which could not be repaid due to a great increase of interests and total loan 
amounts. In larger cities, there was still a high demand for flats, whereby the financialization 
context of housing is shown in a new light. The new global phenomena typical of the post-
socialist countries and Croatia, such as insecurity of employment and often temporary 
employment conditions, especially among the younger groups of inhabitants, indeed lead to a 
new housing crisis and insecurity of housing. Finally, it can be said that the general 
characteristic of the Croatian context is the incidence of the housing crisis, in both the socialist 
and post-socialist period. It is a fact that there is not enough political will for mitigating the 
consequences of housing privatization, with the problem of affordability as a hindrance in 
exercising the right to housing as a social right and lack of information on international 
This article has been peer-reviewed, proofread and published online first before typesetting 
 
 
 
agreements and their relevance for national housing policies (PANDŽIĆ, 2016, 237). The state is 
very inert and reacts inefficiently to new social risks and needs of vulnerable groups, which are 
the consequences of demographic changes, changes in the labour market and in the family 
structure. On the other side, the market does not have a social logic of functioning, thus opening 
the space for action to the civil society (BEŽOVAN ET AL., 2016, 73). Following the above, it can 
be pointed out that a possible model and policy of housing provision can be a stronger 
involvement of the civil society sector that would more actively and in a professional way apply 
the European cohesion models of providing for vulnerable groups of citizens. The civil sector 
could have the role of more active initiators and could in a faster way enter the process of 
absorption from existing EU funds and in collaboration with citizens, and the authorities, yield 
some different, for now marginalized solutions (public rental, public and social housing, etc.). 
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